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The Slim Princess
In  1936, th e  la s t  n a r r o w  g a u g e  ra i l ro a d  in Io w a  
c e a se d  o p e ra tio n . T h is  w a s  th e  M ilw a u k e e ’s 3 5 -  
m ile  B e llev u e  a n d  C a s c a d e  B ra n c h . O f  th e  d o z e n  
slim  g a u g e  lin es  in  th e  s ta te , th e  C a s c a d e  ro a d  
liv ed  to  b e  th e  o ld e s t  a n d  th e  b e s t  k n o w n . T h e  
‘n a r ro w - g a u g e  fe v e r ’’ w h ic h  s p re a d  a c ro s s  th e  
c o u n try  in th e  1 8 7 0 's  led  to  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f 
a b o u t 565  m iles o f 3 - fo o t g a u g e  in Io w a . B u t in 
n e a r ly  e v e ry  ca se , th e se  3 - fo o te rs  w e re  p u rc h a s e d  
b y  la rg e  ra i lro a d s , w id e n e d , a n d  c o n tin u e d  o p e r ­
a tin g . S e v e ra l b ra n c h e s  o f th e  B u rlin g to n , o n e  o f 
th e  N o r th  W e s te r n ,  a n d  th e  n o w -a b a n d o n e d  L e ­
h ig h  s p u r  o f th e  F o r t  D o d g e , D e s  M o in e s  & 
S o u th e rn  w e re  o r ig in a lly  th re e  fe e t w id e .
W e  h a v e  seen  h o w  th e  M ilw a u k e e ’s W a u k o n  
J u n c t io n -W a u k o n , B e u la h -E lk a d e r , C liv e -B o o n e  
b ra n c h e s , a n d  th e  D e s  M o in e s -F o n d a  se g m e n t o f 
th e  S p ir it  L a k e  line  w e re  b u ilt  to  n a r ro w  g a u g e  a n d  
la te r  w id e n e d . T h is  le f t  th e  C a s c a d e  B ra n c h  n o t 
o n ly  th e  so le  n a r ro w  g a u g e  in th e  H a w k e y e  S ta te , 
b u t  th e  la s t on  th e  e n tire  M ilw a u k e e  sy s tem . B e­
c au se  o f its  h is to ric  a n d  se n tim e n ta l im p o rta n c e , 
w e  w ill d w e ll on  it a t  som e le n g th .
T h e  little  ro a d  cam e  in to  e x is te n c e  b e c a u se  th e  
p eo p le  o f C a s c a d e  fe a re d  th e ir  in la n d  to w n  w o u ld
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b e  m o re  o r  le ss  d o o m e d  if it d id  n o t  h a v e  a  r a i l ro a d  
c o n n e c tio n  to  th e  o u ts id e  w o r ld . O n e  b y  o n e  p la n s  
fo r  r a i l r o a d s  g o in g  th ro u g h  th e  c o m m u n ity  fa ile d  
to  m a te r ia liz e . If its  c it iz e n s  w e re  to  b e  on  a  r a i l ­
r o a d  it w a s  e v id e n t th e y  w o u ld  h a v e  to  b u ild  o n e  
th e m se lv e s . F in a lly , o n  O c to b e r  13, 1876 , D r . 
W .  H . F ra n c is  o f C a s c a d e  w ro te  to  C a p ta in  M . R . 
B ro w n  o f  B e llev u e  c o n c e rn in g  th e  fe a s ib ili ty  o f 
c o n s tru c t in g  a  n a r ro w  g a u g e  ro a d  fro m  B e llev u e  
to  C a s c a d e . T h e  id e a  m e t a fa v o ra b le  re s p o n s e  in 
B e llev u e . S o , w ith  h ig h  c o u ra g e  th e y  in c o rp o ­
r a te d  th e  C h ic a g o , B e llev u e , C a s c a d e  & W e s te r n  
R a ilw a y  on  J a n u a ry  30 , 1878 . G ro u n d  w a s  b ro k e n  
in C a s c a d e  on  S e p te m b e r  19, a n d  th e  ro u te  w a s  
p a r t ly  g r a d e d  to  W a s h in g to n  M ills . L ittle , h o w ­
ev e r, w a s  d o n e  b e y o n d  th a t  p o in t to  re a c h  th e  e a s t ­
e rn  te rm in u s  a t  B e llev u e , on  th e  “ R iv e r  R o a d .“ 
E a r ly  in  1879 , J. W .  T r ip p  re s ig n e d  from  th e  p re s ­
id e n c y , a n d  h is  p la c e  w a s  ta k e n  b y  Jam es  H ill, 
w h o  w a s  fo rm e r ly  v ice  p re s id e n t.
T h e  ro a d  h a d  e x h a u s te d  its  f in a n c e s  w h e n  
G e o rg e  R u n k e l, a c tin g  on  b e h a lf  o f th e  Jo y  in te r ­
e s ts , c a m e  a lo n g  to  re f in a n c e  th e  line  a n d  co m p le te  
it. B y  th e  e n d  o f  1879, h e  h a d  th e  e n tire  ra i lro a d  
in  o p e ra tio n , a n d  th e  fo llo w in g  y e a r  it w a s  ta k e n  
o v e r  b y  th e  C h ic a g o , C lin to n , D u b u q u e  & M in n e ­
s o ta  R a il R o a d . A  fe w  m o n th s  la te r , th e  M ilw a u ­
k ee  p u rc h a s e d  th e  la t te r  c o m p a n y , w h ic h  in c lu d e d  
th e  “ C a s c a d e “ n a r ro w  g a u g e .
P ro b a b ly  b e c a u se  o f th e  p re v a ilin g  in te re s t  in
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n a r ro w  g a u g e  r a i l ro a d s  a n d  on  a c c o u n t o f th e  
ru g g e d  to p o g ra p h y  o f Ja c k so n  a n d  D u b u q u e  
c o u n tie s  th ro u g h  w h ic h  th e  ro a d  ra n , a 3 - fo o t 
w id th  w a s  se le c te d . A t a n y  ra te , th e  line  a b o u n d e d  
in s te e p  g ra d e s  a n d  s h a rp  cu rv es . A b o u t six  m iles 
w e s t  o f B e llev u e  th e re  w a s  a  5 -m ile  g ra d e , m u ch  
o f w h ic h  w a s  a t  2 .8  p e r  cen t. O n c e  th e  tra in s  
re a c h e d  th e  su m m it, th e y  c a re e n e d  fo r  a  little  o v e r  
a  m ile d o w n  hill in to  L a  M o tte . O th e r  ro lle r  c o a s t ­
e r  g ra d e s  a p p e a re d  e a s t  o f Z w in g le , n e a r  W a s h ­
in g to n  M ills , a n d  m id w a y  b e tw e e n  F illm o re  a n d  
C a s c a d e . In  fa c t, th e re  w a s  o n ly  o n e  sec tio n  n e a r ­
ly  level, th is  b e in g  th e  4 -m ile  s tre tc h  e a s t  o f F il l ­
m ore .
O n  a c c o u n t o f th e  lo n g , s te e p  g ra d e s , t ra in s  f re ­
q u e n tly  h a d  to  “ d o u b le ” th e  h ills. In  th is  o p e ra tio n  
a  tra in  is d iv id e d  on  a  s id in g  a t  th e  b o tto m  o f a  hill 
so  th e  e n g in e e r  c a n  ta k e  o n e  p a r t  u p  a t  a  tim e. 
A f te r  th e  “ h e a d  e n d ” is s a fe ly  u p -g ra d e  a n d  se t-  
o u t, th e  e n g in e e r  r e tu rn s  fo r  th e  re m a in d e r  o f h is 
tra in . U p o n  su rm o u n tin g  th e  hill a g a in , th e  tw o  
p a r ts  a r e  c o u p le d  to g e th e r , a n d  th e  w h o le  tra in  
h ig h b a lls  d o w n  th e  line.
T h e  B e llev u e  & C a s c a d e  R a ilro a d  h a d  a n  in te r ­
e s tin g  a n d  c h a ra c te r is t ic  a s s o r tm e n t o f m o tiv e  
p o w e r. I t  b e g a n  b u s in e s s  w ith  tw o  trim , s t r a ig h t-  
s ta c k e d  4 - 4 - 0 ’s, o u ts h o p p e d  b y  P i t ts b u rg h  L o co ­
m o tiv e  W o r k s .  L a te r , a s  tra in s  b ecam e  h eav ie r , a  
s e c o n d h a n d  B ro o k s  M o g u l, o r  2 -6 -0  ty p e , w a s  
p u rc h a se d . A  still m o re  p o w e rfu l C o n so lid a tio n
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w a s  a c q u ire d , w h ic h  h a d  se e n  se rv ic e  on  th e  s to ­
r ie d  S o u th  P a r k  line  in C o lo ra d o . T w o  m o re  se c ­
o n d h a n d  M o g u ls , b o th  c o n s tru c te d  b y  B a ld w in , 
w e re  la te r  p u t  on  th e  ro s te r .
A t  firs t th e  lin e  o p e ra te d  r e g u la r  p a s s e n g e r  s e r ­
v ice; b u t  a s  r id e r s  d e c re a s e d  w ith  th e  co m in g  o f 
th e  a u to m o b ile , m ix ed  t r a in s  p re v a ile d . In  F e b r u ­
a ry , 1907 , o n e  o f  th e  la t te r  c a m e  ro llic k in g  d o w n ­
g r a d e  a c ro s s  th e  c u rv e d  tre s t le  n e a r  W a s h in g to n  
M ills  a n d  d e ra ile d . S e v e ra l f re ig h t  c a rs , a lo n g  
w ith  th e  p a s s e n g e r  c o a c h , fell a b o u t  fo r ty  fee t, 
k illin g  tw o  r id e r s  a n d  a  c re w m a n . T h is  w a s  th e  
o n ly  fa ta l  a c c id e n t  to  p a s s e n g e r s  in th e  h is to ry  o f 
th e  ro a d .
In  th e  e a r ly  p e rio d , c a t t le  p ro v e d  to  b e  a  lu c ra ­
tiv e  s o u rc e  o f re v e n u e , a n d  th e  b ra n c h  h a d  th ir ty -  
e ig h t s to c k  c a r s  to  h au l th is  ty p e  o f  traffic . S in ce  
all f re ig h t h a d  to  b e  t r a n s s h ip p e d  a t  B e llev u e , d u e  
to  th e  b re a k  in g a u g e , liv e s to c k  a n d  o th e r  co m ­
m o d itie s  w e re  d e la y e d  in t r a n s i t .  B e c a u se  o f th is  
d ra w b a c k  a n d  th e  fa c t th a t  th e  n a r r o w  g a u g e  ro ll­
in g  s to c k  w a s  lim ited  in n u m b e r  a n d  in c a r ry in g  
c a p a c ity , m a n y  a n d  v a r ie d  w e re  th e  c o m p la in ts  o f 
se rv ic e  a n d  e q u ip m e n t.
F in a lly , s h ip p e rs  s o u g h t  to  h a v e  th e  B o a rd  o f 
R a ilro a d  C o m m iss io n e rs  com pel th e  M ilw a u k e e  to 
w id e n  th e  t r a c k  to  th e  s ta n d a r d  4 fe e t in ch  
g a u g e . T h e  C o m m iss io n  h a d  p o w e r  to  b ro a d e n  
th e  g a u g e  o f  a n y  ra i lro a d  if it a p p e a re d  to  b e  “ r e a ­
so n a b le  a n d  ju s t .”
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W h e n  h e a r in g s  w e re  h e ld  in 1915 , th e  M ilw a u ­
k ee  to o k  th e  s ta n d  th a t  it w o u ld  n o t  b e  fe a s ib le  to  
b u ild  a  s ta n d a r d  g a u g e  ra i l ro a d  on  th e  slim  g a u g e  
r ig h t-o f -w a y . F u r th e rm o re , to  re lo c a te  th e  b ra n c h  
w h e re  n e c e s s a ry , a n d  to  re d u c e  th e  g ra d e  to  a  
m ax im u m  o f 1.5 p e r  c e n t w o u ld  c o s t a b o u t $2 m il­
lion . In  v ie w  o f th e  lo sse s  s u s ta in e d  in o p e ra tin g  
th e  line, th e  M ilw a u k e e  c o n te n d e d  it c o u ld  n o t a f ­
fo rd  to  w id e n , re b u ild , o r  re lo c a te  th e  b ra n c h .
S p e a k in g  in  b e h a lf  o f sh ip p e rs  I. W .  T ro x e l ,  a  
civil e n g in e e r , a rg u e d  th a t  th e  c o s t o f re lo c a tio n  
w o u ld  b e  s l ig h tly  u n d e r  a  m illion  d o lla rs . T o  
b ro a d e n  th e  g a u g e  on  th e  p re s e n t  a lig n m e n t, he  
p u t th e  fig u re  a t  $ 4 5 1 ,1 1 5 , w h ic h  w a s  a b o u t $ 100 ,- 
0 0 0  less  th a n  th e  r a i l r o a d 's  e s tim a te  fo r  th e  sam e  
p ro je c t.
A t  th e  h e a r in g , tra v e le r s  a n d  s h ip p e rs  h a d  th e  
o p p o r tu n ity  to  v o ice  th e ir  c o m p la in ts , w h ic h  
ra n g e d  all th e  w a y  from  th e  ' / e a r  o f a c c id e n t"  a n d  
th e  a lle g a tio n  th a t  n a r ro w  g a u g e  d e tra c te d  from  
th e  v a lu e  o f la n d , to  su ch  ta n g ib le  item s a s  c r ip ­
p lin g  o f h o g s  a n d  in a d e q u a te  b e d d in g  o f liv es to ck  
in th e  t r a n s f e r  a t  B e llev u e .
A f te r  p o n d e r in g  o v e r  th e  m a tte r , th e  C o m m is ­
sion  ru le d  o u t m o re  th a n  h a lf  o f th e  c o m p la in ts  on  
th e  g ro u n d  th a t  th e y  w e re  n o t p e c u lia r  to  n a r ro w  
g a u g e  o p e ra tio n  b u t  w e re  com m on to  b ra n c h  s e r ­
v ice  a s  a  w h o le . M o re o v e r , it re m in d e d  th e  com ­
p la in a n ts  th a t  th e  A c t " d o e s  n o t c o n te m p la te  th a t  
th e  lo ca tio n  o r  ro u te  o f th e  ro a d  sh a ll be  c h a n g e d ;
218 THE PALIM PSEST
a u th o r i ty  is g iv en  th e  C o m m iss io n  to  m a k e  o rd e r s  
o n ly  w ith  re fe re n c e  to  th e  g a u g e , a n d  it c a n n o t 
o r d e r  a  c h a n g e  o f ro u te  o r  re lo c a tio n  o f  a n y  p a r t  
o f  a  r o a d .”
T h e  C o m m iss io n  a lso  h a d  q u ite  a  tim e in try in g  
to  d e te rm in e  th e  a m o u n t o f  lo ss  s u s ta in e d  b y  th e  
b ra n c h . H o w  m u ch  o f  th e  d e fic it sh o u ld  b e  a s ­
s ig n e d  to  th e  n a r r o w  g a u g e  a n d  h o w  m u ch  to  th e  
r e s t  o f  th e  ra i lro a d ?  T h e r e  w a s  a  w id e  d iv e rg e n c e  
o f  o p in io n  on  th e  m a tte r , a n d  n o  c o n c lu s io n  w a s  
re a c h e d .
A n o th e r  fu ro r  re s u lte d  from  th e  M ilw a u k e e 's  
a r b i t r a r i ly  lim itin g  th e  g r a d e  to  1.5 p e r  c en t. O n  
th is  is su e  C o m m iss io n e r  C liffo rd  T h o r n e  v ig o r ­
o u s ly  d is s e n te d . H e  p o in te d  o u t th e  2 1 -m ile  C re s -  
to n , W in te r s e t  & D e s  M o in e s  R a ilw a y , w h ic h  
co m m e n c e d  o p e ra tio n  b e tw e e n  C re s to n  a n d  
M a c k s b u rg  in 1912, h a d  a n  e le v a tio n  o f  5 p e r  
cen t. T h e  C o m m iss io n e r, h o w e v e r , fa ile d  to  a d d  
th a t  th e  ro a d  w ith  th e  to b o g g a n - l ik e  g ra d e  w a s  
v ir tu a l ly  in so lv e n t, a n d , a s  a  m a t te r  o f  fa c t, it w a s  
d is m a n tle d  in 1918.
W e ig h in g  all th e  te s tim o n y  on  b o th  s id es , th e  
C o m m iss io n  c o n c lu d e d  “ th a t  it v /a s  n o t fe a s ib le  to  
s ta n d a r d iz e  th e  C a s c a d e  B ra n c h  o f  th e  C . M . & 
S t. P . R a ilro a d  u p o n  its  p re s e n t  a l ig n m e n t a n d  
g r a d e .” A s  a  c o ro lla ry  it d e c la re d , “ T h a t  to  r e ­
q u ire  th e  C a s c a d e  B ra n c h  to  b e  s ta n d a rd iz e d  
w o u ld  b e  in effec t, a  c o n fisca tio n  o f  th e  p ro p e r ty  o f 
sa id  b ra n c h  lin e .” T h a t  e n d e d  fo r  a ll tim e th e  like-
THE SLIM PRINCESS 219
lih o o d  o f Io w a 's  l in g e r in g  n a r ro w  g a u g e  b e in g  
c o n v e r te d  to  s ta n d a r d ;  a n d  th e  d ec is io n  u ltim a te ly  
se a le d  th e  fa te  o f  th e  d im in u tiv e  c a rr ie r .
T h e  little  t r a in s  c o n tin u e d  to  w h is tle  th ro u g h  
th e  h ills  a n d  s t ru g g le  u p  th e  g ra d e s , h a u lin g  fe w e r  
p a s s e n g e rs  a n d  le ss  to n n a g e  a s  h ig h w a y s  im ­
p ro v e d . I t  w a s  a  f r ie n d ly , p ic tu re s q u e  a n a c h ro n ­
ism  liv ing  on  b o r ro w e d  tim e. O p e ra t in g  on  a  m a r ­
g in a l b a s is  a t  b e s t, th e  ro a d  ro lle d  u p  a la rm in g  d e f ­
ic its  d u r in g  th e  e a r ly  d e p re s s io n  y e a rs . F in a lly ,
th e  M ilw a u k e e , in  p o o r  fin an c ia l h e a lth  itse lf , p e ti-
*
tio n e d  to  a b a n d o n  th e  b ra n c h . T h e  p e titio n  w a s  
g ra n te d  a n d  a b a n d o n m e n t  a u th o r iz e d  in  M a rc h ,
1933.
B u t, in  a  la s t-d i tc h  a t te m p t  to  c o n tin u e  o p e ra ­
tion , a  n e w  c o m p a n y  k n o w n  a s  th e  B e llev u e  & 
C a s c a d e  R a ilro a d  w a s  fo rm ed . T h e  M ilw a u k e e  
a g re e d  to  sell th e  lin e  o n  e a sy , lo n g -te rm  p a y ­
m en ts , a n d  se rv ice  w a s  re su m e d  w ith  ra il m o to r  
u n its  h a u lin g  m ail a n d  e x p re s s . A f te r  a  v a lia n t a t ­
tem p t to  m ak e  b o th  e n d s  m eet, th e  n e w  o p e ra to rs  
cam e o u t v e ry  m u ch  in th e  red . R e g re tfu l ly  th e y  
ca lled  it q u its , a n d  in  J a n u a ry , 1936, Io w a 's  n a r ­
ro w  g a u g e  re lic  w a s  so ld  fo r  sc ra p .
